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 REAL WORLD APPLICATION OF CCT TOOLS:  
HOW REFLECTION, DIALOGUE PROCESSES AND ACTION RESEARCH WERE USED 
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Advisor: Professor Peter Taylor 
 
I started the CCT program while also beginning a new role as a Dropout Recovery Specialist, 
working in partnership with a local school district. I work with students who have dropped out or 
are at risk of dropping out explore alternative options to finish their high school diploma or an 
equivalent. As the newest member of the center, the transition into a new organization created an 
internal struggle in finding my place. I was also seeing opportunities to improve current routines 
and practices as demands from district partners were increasing. Overwhelmed by the challenges 
before me, I was struggling to determine a place to start. This project explores how tools learned 
from the CCT program supported my transition into a new environment and supported me in 
promoting organizational change and collaboration within the center, and inspired my personal 
growth and reflection as an outcome of this program. Three tools have been integral to this 
process: regular reflection, dialogue processes and action research. Throughout this synthesis, I 
demonstrate the process of utilizing and implementing these tools for myself and my team, the 
progress to date, and the implications for work in the future. 
                                                
* The Synthesis can take a variety of forms, from a position paper to curriculum or professional 
development workshop to an original contribution in the creative arts or writing.  The 
expectation is that students use their Synthesis to show how they have integrated knowledge, 
tools, experience, and support gained in the program so as to prepare themselves to be 
constructive, reflective agents of change in work, education, social movements, science, creative 






































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
2 http://bostonpic.org/assets/research/Research_LMI_YTTF-10-Year-Retrospective.pdf	
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entering	alternative	education	programs.	Our	initial	design	came	from	the	initial	feedback	we	
received	from	our	district	partners	and	focuses	on	three	key	themes:	What’s	the	purpose	of	
school	and	why	are	you	coming	back;	Navigating	relationships	with	adults	and	peers;	and	skills	
to	be	a	successful	student	which	includes	helping	them	identify	their	learning	preferences	and	
how	to	advocate	for	them	in	the	classroom.	We	will	include	information	on	how	to	prepare	for	
interviews	based	on	work	from	career	readiness	workshops.	Over	the	past	few	months	we’ve	
worked	to	design	a	single	day	workshop	to	address	these	themes	and	plan	to	begin	
implementing	it	in	the	coming	weeks.		What	we’ve	designed	is	based	on	career	readiness	
workshops	that	we’ve	researched	and	some	preparedness	workshops	that	a	few	alternative	
programs	within	the	Re-Engagement	network	have	started	to	design	for	themselves.		As	we	
prepare	to	implement	this	workshop,	one	thing	we	look	forward	to	comparing	is	the	stick	rate	
of	students	in	previous	year,	none	of	which	would	have	participated	in	a	readiness	workshop,	
to	those	who	have	participated	in	the	readiness	workshops	this	upcoming	school	year.		While	
we	also	look	to	compare	trends,	we	are	looking	to	figure	out	the	best	way	to	collect	data	from	
the	students	and	the	programs	about	how	effective	they	think	our	programming	has	been	to	
student	success.		Our	team	is	currently	in	the	process	of	working	through	some	of	those	
logistical	details	and	the	survey	development	itself.		
Cycles	and	Epicycles	of	Action	Research	
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Synthesis	Learnings	and	Reflections:			
One	of	the	themes	that	permeates	my	experience	implementing	these	tools	is	developing	ways	
for	leaders	and	team	members	to	enhance	individual	work	and	to	promote	collaborative	
qualities	amongst	a	team.		There	is	ample	research	that	suggests	the	importance	the	process	of	
developing	or	promoting	teamwork	within	an	organization.	One	of	the	ways	to	promote	team	
effectiveness	is	through	team	learning.		As	highlighted	by	Foldy	and	Buckley	in	their	research	of	
social	worker	teams,	“If	a	team	sticks	to	its	traditional	routines,	it	is	impossible	for	it	to	learn	
new	ones	(27).”			As	I	started	this	job,	one	of	my	biggest	obstacles	was	trying	to	influence	team	
learning	as	a	way	to	promote	change	and	figuring	out	my	role	within	that	process.		CCT	tools	
seemed	like	the	best	win-win	for	my	professional	challenges	and	to	focus	on	for	this	capstone.		
There	were	a	number	of	moving	pieces	so	I	needed	to	figure	out	what	I	was	going	to	do	and	
how.			
	
I	began	working	on	that	theme	by	focusing	on	written	reflections	based	on	my	learnings	from	
the	program	and	connections	to	work	at	the	REC.		Being	the	newest	member	of	the	center	
actually	afforded	me	a	perspective	that	was	different	from	my	teams	and	therefore	allowed	me	
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ask	questions	that	would	allow	the	team	to	really	think	and	reflect	on	what	was	currently	
happening,	engage	in	dialogue	to	build	a	better	understanding	of	our	operations	and	work	
towards	solutions.	The	November	retreat	was	the	first	instance	of	that	and	has	influenced	many	
of	the	changes	we’ve	implemented	since.		Reflection	is	another	tool	that	has	helped	foster	
team	learning	as	well.		“A	team’s	propensity	to	reflect	on	its	work,	by	surfacing	and	discussing	
embedded	routines,	by	raising	errors,	and	by	engaging	differences	of	opinion	should	also	be	
critical	(Foldy	&	Buckley,	27).	The	study	from	Foldy	and	Bukley	also	showed	that	there	are	5	
variables	that	are	important	to	enabling	team	learning:	clear	direction,	clear	composition,	team	
leader	effectiveness,	support	of	supervisors,	and	reflective	behaviors	(42).		Part	of	my	ability	
and	comfort	in	asking	questions	came	from	developing	my	own	reflective	practice.	The	
program	gave	me	the	language	and	tools	to	actually	discuss	and	implement	the	changes	I	felt	
were	necessary	to	help	us	make	improvements	for	our	students.		
	
The	second	and	probably	more	personal	theme	that	came	out	of	this	process	was	the	role	and	
definition	of	informal	leader.		I	realized	more	recently	that	the	definition	of	an	informal	leader	
goes	well	beyond	my	professional	work	and	really	speaks	to	how	I’ve	endured	through	my	life	
experiences.		My	last	three	years	in	Boston	have	been	a	struggle.		Getting	into	this	program	
while	finishing	my	last,	anomaly	(in	the	worst	way)	of	a	year	with	City	Year	was	at	that	point	a	
saving	grace	to	propel	me	forward.		I	felt	defeated	in	the	worst	way,	especially	after	having	had	
such	a	successful	year	prior.		During	my	last	year	with	City	Year,	I	had	by	far	one	of	the	most	
challenging	teams	in	our	site’s	history	who	had	a	negative	reputation	with	the	school	staff	and	
administration.	We	had	experiences	in	the	school	building	that	made	local	news	and	
threatened	the	safety	of	students	and	staff.	And	the	interpersonal	issues	between	corps	
members	and	each	other,	corps	members	and	City	Year	or	school	staff	weighed	significantly	on	
me.		My	acceptance	into	this	program	was	really	my	way	out	of	madness	and	the	opportunity	
to	make	sense	of	the	last	six	years	working	in	education	to	figure	out	what	I	was	going	to	do.	I	
was	excited	for	the	change	of	pace	and	time	to	focus	on	myself.	What	I	didn’t	see	however,	was	
my	last	year	of	City	Year	foreshadowing	what	would	come	in	the	two	years	that	have	followed;	
starting	a	new	job	as	an	administrative	assistant;	starting	this	program;	moving	in	with	my	
 18 
partner	at	the	time;	my	grandfather	being	diagnosed	with	stage	4	colon	cancer	the	first	month	
of	school	and	the	stress	and	anxiety	not	being	home	with	him	until	he	passed	caused	;	leaving	a	
job,	searching	for	and	starting	a	new	job;	relationships	at	home	going	south;	breaking	up	with	
my	partner	and	other	life	happenings	in	between.	I	would	always	joke	and	say	I	was	going	to	
write	a	book,	because	some	of	the	stories	and	events	that	occurred,	I	couldn’t	make	up	if	I	
wanted	to.	So	often	I	found	myself	asking	“Why	me?”	to	the	point	I	considered	getting	it	
permanently	tattooed.	I	reflected	hard	and	often,	talked	to	so	many	people	including	friends	
and	professionals,	and	cried	A	LOT	hoping	that	anything	would	help	me	make	sense	of	these	
things	happening	concurrently	while	also	being	in	school.	The	irony	is	that	not	until	we	
presented	our	synthesis	projects	a	few	weeks	ago	did	the	purpose	and	significance	of	those	
events	become	clear.		
	
As	we	were	doing	the	reflective	debrief	activity	to	close	out	the	night	of	presentations,	I	had	an	
emotional	epiphany	about	who	I	was	and	the	role	I	played	not	just	at	the	Re-Engagement	
Center	but	in	life.	I	was	moved	to	tears	as	I	thought	about	everything	that	had	happened	up	
until	that	moment.	I	recognized	my	move	to	this	city	as	one	of	the	most	transformative	
experiences	of	my	20s,	even	more	so	within	the	last	couple	of	years.		So	often	I	focused	on	the	
negative	experiences	I	had	here,	the	most	recent	ones	I	shared	in	the	previous	paragraph.		I	had	
come	to	a	point	where	I	let	those	challenges	define	me	and	my	self-worth.		I	knew	I	was	smart,	
so	getting	good	grades	every	semester	didn’t	really	make	me	feel	much	better,	but	was	a	nice	
confidence	boost.		However,	even	a	killer	GPA	couldn’t	get	me	to	feel	better.	I	struggled	to	feel	
good	about	myself	and	the	work	I	was	doing,	which	is	a	hard	thing	to	admit	even	now.	Yet	even	
with	those	struggles,	I	managed	every	day	to	get	up,	do	what	I	needed	to	do,	push	through	and	
get	things	done.	I	realized	during	that	activity,	after	hearing	my	classmate	share	her	life	story	of	
traveling	to	the	US	and	her	experience	with	education	in	two	different	countries	and	languages,	
that	I	had	accomplished	significantly	more	than	I	give	myself	credit	for.	I	was	so	caught	up	in	
the	journey,	that	I	didn’t	appreciate	it	for	what	it	was	teaching	me	at	the	time.	So	even	though	
this	synthesis	is	supposed	to	be	a	reflection	of	my	learnings	and	implications	for	future	work,	in	
a	way	it	really	served	as	a	reflective	journey	of	self.			
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When	I	think	about	an	informal	leader,	they	aren’t	someone	who	has	to	lead	by	being	in	charge	
or	even	needs	to	be	direct.	It	is	through	action	that	they	demonstrate	their	influence.		It	is	
through	their	questions	that	they	build	understanding	and	promote	change.		They	work	to	
include	all	and	know	that	the	work	is	never	really	done.	We	had	often	talked	about	the	role	of	a	
leader	when	I	worked	at	City	Year	and	talked	about	how	leadership	comes	in	many	different	
forms	outside	of	the	traditional	authoritarian	picture	we	often	envision.		More	recently	in	
reflecting	on	my	experience	in	the	program,	I	was	reminded	of	a	City	Year	founding	story	that	I	
received	from	my	manager	at	the	time.		In	the	organization,	there	are	founding	stories	which	
reflect	the	cultural	beliefs	of	the	organization	and	explore	themes	such	as	leadership,	
compassion,	community	and	service	to	a	cause	greater	than	self.	During	one	of	our	yearly	staff	
retreats,	our	supervisors	were	in	charge	of	giving	us	each	a	founding	story	that	they	felt	best	
embodied	us	and	our	leadership.		My	manager	gave	me	the	founding	story,	“A	Long	Walk.”		“A	
Long	Walk”	is	a	reflective	piece	written	on	Nelson	Mandela	and	his	imprisonment	during	
apartheid	in	South	Africa.	It	focuses	on	the	sacrifices	he	made	for	his	country	but	really	
emphasizes	the	work	of	a	leader	is	never	done	and	how	there	is	always	a	deeper	commitment	
to	see	beyond	the	immediate	success	to	focus	on	making	success	sustainable	long	term.		My	
manager	gave	it	to	me	my	last	year	at	City	Year	because	my	work	the	3	years	before	at	my	
partnering	school	was	just	that;	uphill	battles	until	we	had	finally	reached	a	strong	partnership.	
And	even	with	a	challenging	team	and	craziness	in	the	school	building	during	my	last	year	with	
City	Year,	I	managed	to	finish	the	year,	study	for	and	take	the	GRE	and	get	into	graduate	school.		
While	my	story	didn’t	exactly	correlate,	it	was	a	reminder	that	regardless	of	what’s	happening	
around	me,	I’m	still	able	to	push	forward	because	I	know	there	is	a	bigger	purpose.		From	my	
personal	reflection	as	part	of	this	program,	I	realized	that	while	nothing	has	gone	according	to	
plan	in	my	life,	I	still	kept	pushing	towards	a	larger	goal,	which	I	originally	thought	was	finishing	
this	program,	but	really	it	was	about	remembering	who	I	was	and	what	I	am	capable	of.			
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Implications	for	future	work	
	
When	I	began	this	program,	my	intentions	were	to	leave	with	some	sort	of	direction	for	what	I	
want	to	do	next.	I’m	finishing	this	program	without	a	definite	career,	but	next	steps	to	figure	
how	to	determine	that	moving	forward.		I	am	teetering	with	going	into	the	classroom	to	teach	
with	hopes	of	working	toward	being	an	education	consultant,	but	really	plan	to	use	at	least	the	
next	year	or	two	to	really	work	and	reflect	on	myself	and	the	projects	I	started	over	the	last	few	
months.		The	school	year	is	almost	over,	and	we’re	beginning	to	ramp	up	for	summer,	which	is	
typically	our	busiest	season.	We	just	launched	our	new	database,	we’re	reworking	some	of	our	
team	meetings	and	the	student	readiness	workshops	are	getting	ready	to	start.		There	are	a	
number	of	good	things	in	the	progress	for	our	center,	so	I’m	excited	to	see	how	these	projects	
and	improvements	continue	to	evolve	in	the	coming	school	year.	What	this	program	has	given	
me	are	tools	that	I	could	really	transfer	to	any	job,	and	a	more	deliberate	and	regular	reflective	
practice	which	I	think	will	prove	beneficial	in	my	personal	and	professional	life	going	forward.		
	
On	a	personal	level,	I’ve	thought	about	the	three	tools	I	discussed	in	this	synthesis	and	how	I	
could	use	them	beyond	the	program.		One	thing	I’m	really	excited	for	is	really	just	having	more	
time	to	focus	on	myself	through	the	use	of	daily	reflection.		A	process	that	has	seemed	to	work	
best	for	me	is	writing	out	my	thoughts	and	then	engaging	in	a	conversation	about	them.		To	an	
extent,	it	models	the	free-writing	exercises	we’ve	done	often	in	CCT	classes.		I’ve	recently	
purchased	a	journal	and	62-day	reflective	prose	novel	from	a	young	author	I	follow	on	social	
media.	The	journal	and	novel	focus	on	self-affirmation	and	self-care,	two	things	I	know	I	need	
to	focus	on	during	this	journey	back	to	self.		It’s	been	equally	as	helpful	to	talk	to	friends	about	
my	thoughts	and	struggles,	and	I’ve	been	working	to	build	a	network	of	supportive	people	to	
keep	me	moving	forward	in	this	process.	I	also	think	about	the	use	of	dialogue	in	my	life	moving	
forward	as	way	to	rebuild	past	relationships;	how	building	understanding	is	one	of	the	things	
that	probably	could	have	impacted	how	certain	events	played	out.		Dialogue	is	another	tool	
that	I	think	moving	forward	could	be	best	utilized	in	my	personal	and	professional	life.	
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	As	I	complete	this	program,	I	recognize	that	I’ve	gained	a	great	deal	of	knowledge,	tools	and	
practices	that	I	can	use	and	an	understanding	of	how	my	learning	and	growth	will	continue	
even	after	finishing	this	program.		This	process	in	many	ways	also	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	
learn	more	about	myself.	In	retrospect,	I	truly	underestimated	the	experience	I	would	get	from	
being	in	this	program.	I	was	driven	to	the	program	because	of	the	reflective	practices,	but	I	
didn’t	realize	that	it	would	propel	me	to	really	think	about	myself	as	well.		I’m	eternally	grateful	
for	the	experience	this	program	has	given	me	and	for	the	work	that	will	continue	beyond	this	
synthesis.		
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